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After five months in office, President Miguel Angel Rodriguez has little to show for it. The
president's critics say the reason is that he has no solutions for the country's problems and is waiting
for initiatives to come from his chief project to date the formation of a great national consensus. The
president's administrative style has been described as "prudent." He refrains from attacking his
predecessor, Jose Maria Figueres, and avoids pitched battles with the major opposition Partido de
Liberacion Nacional (PLN).
Since the start of his term in May, Rodriguez has avoided imposing solutions that did not have
wide popular backing. Instead, he has relied on consensus-building through his Foro Nacional
de Concertacion, which began meeting in July. Rodriguez says sending bills to the Legislative
Assembly without broad national support is counterproductive, but critics say the search for
consensus has stalled needed legislation.
The foro comprises 99 representatives from labor, business, government, and seven political
parties. An elaborate bureaucratic structure supports the consensus-building system, including an
executive secretariat, a coordinating board, a board of mediators to solve conflicts in the foro, and a
verification committee to review any agreements reached by the foro.
The Foro Nacional was asked to look for common ground on such issues as eradicating corruption,
environmental protection, wage and pension policy, rural development, pensions, privatizing state
properties, and the central issue- -how to sustain economic growth with social and economic justice
(see NotiCen 07/30/98).

Government looks for improvement in social development
In July, the administration announced the consensus-building program to promote social
development with broad-based participation at the local level. The program, called Triangulo de la
Solidaridad, is designed to enlist local participation in improving the quality of life in the country's
81 local administrative units (cantones).
In announcing the new strategy, First Vice President Astrid Fischel said that, because state
institutions cannot provide all the necessary services, "we are looking for a new way to do things."
People no longer believe in government, he said. But by harnessing the 12,492 social organizations
in the country and involving them in efforts to achieve consensus, the plan would provide "the
backbone of the government's social policy."

Legislation held up while consensus-building proceeds
But the drive for national consensus has had it problems, not the least of which was the president's
decision to halt legislative action on all topics assigned to the Foro Nacional. The foro's vast agenda
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absorbs all important legislative responsibilities, in effect creating a shadow legislature that has
produced few concrete results. Meanwhile, by some counts, 300 bills have been held up in the
legislature. Included in the stalled legislation was a bill, favored by the congressional delegation
from the president's Partido Unidad Social Cristiana (PUSC), to divest the state of its monopoly in
the insurance business. Eliminating state monopolies was one of the goals high on the president's
agenda (see NotiCen, 05/14/98) and has figured in legislative debates and negotiations with
multinational lenders since the early 1990s (see Update, 08/28/91 and Chronicle, 09/03/91, 10/19/95).
Since taking office, the president's approval ratings, which were the lowest in recent memory when
he was inaugurated, have slipped further. In a recent poll, barely one-third of respondents think he
is doing a good job. From the start of the Foro Nacional, critics have said Rodriguez has no policies
and no solutions and is using a time-wasting search for agreement to substitute for absent executive
leadership.
While waiting for consensus to emerge, the Rodriguez administration has authorized a 15% tax on
fuel and price increases for water and electricity without seeking any broad popular support for
them. Oscar Arias criticizes President Rodriguez At the start of his presidency, Rodriguez received
considerable cooperation from the PLN. Outgoing president Figueres of the PLN supported the
consensus idea and the PLN's legislative delegation, which controls 23 of the Legislative Assembly's
57 seats, offered little opposition.
But months of inaction prompted the most popular political figure in the nation, former president
Oscar Arias (1986-1990), also of the PLN, to write Rodriguez a letter criticizing the lumbering process
of government by consensus. Arias, a 1987 Nobel laureate, said he was worried "about the deep
sense of paralysis" he detected in the country. He warned that consensus should not be used
as a "pretext for inaction." He said the great national problems, such as the debt, have already
been debated, and he called on Rodriguez to take immediate action to deal with them. Rodriguez
answered Arias with his own letter citing several macroeconomic advances during his presidency.
He said his administration had reduced government expenditures, improved the infrastructure, and
increased foreign investment.
The government in 1999 will spend more on education than previous administrations, he said. As
for action, the Foro would take up the debt question in October and there would soon be decisions
on privatizations and other forms of economic opening. Revenue from these openings would
produce funds for social programs and would lower the cost of living, he said. Some legislators were
surprised to hear that economic openings were on the agenda. But soon after the exchange of letters,
Rodriguez sent the Assembly a bill to prepare the state electric company Instituto Costaricense de
Electricidad (ICE) for competition.
The breakup of ICE has been on the table for years, but Figueres was never able to get the necessary
legislation passed because of parliamentary wrangling and labor-union opposition. Government to
clean up anti-poverty fund In its first major effort in the social field, the administration announced
in early October a "reorientation" of the anti-poverty functions of the Fondo de Desarrollo Social y
Asignaciones Familiares (FODESAF). The fund is supposed to assist some 100,000 families living in
extreme poverty. Refocusing the aid program became necessary because, in the last several years,
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tinkering by the legislature and the administration have directed FODESAF funds to programs that
do not assist the poor.
Much of the money is absorbed by bureaucratic overhead and "phantom" beneficiaries, according
to Vice Minister of Labor Bernardo Benavides. FODESAF also is under investigation by the attorney
general for possible misuse of US$1.14 million. A bipartisan group of legislators wants to ensure that
the proposed US$194,000 1999 budget allocation for FODESAF goes to poverty relief. PLN legislator
Alicia Fournier chided the administration for delaying any real action on social development.
"Five months have passed since the [president] took power and stopped all social programs, and
the decision announced now should have been made much earlier," said Fournier. In a national
television address in early October, Rodriguez praised the recommendations made to date by
the Foro Nacional. However, recommendations such as gradually opening state monopolies and
creating a special prosecutor to investigate corruption were not policy innovations. [Sources:
Spanish news service EFE, 07/07/98; Notimex, 05/31/98, 06/12/98, 06/15/98, 06/22/98, 08/15/98,
08/19/98; Tico Times (Costa Rica), 08/21/98; La Nacion (Costa Rica), 07/11/98, 08/20/98, 10/03/98]

-- End --
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